Sir

K Hon and colleagues (May 17, p 1701)[@bib1] note that persistent fever is a feature of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in children. However, in their Commentary, Brian Tomlinson and Clive Cockram (May 3, p 1486)[@bib2] state that fever is not always a cardinal feature and can be absent in elderly people with the disease. Television news programmes have shown pictures of people at airports having their temperatures taken with aural thermometers as part of a screening measure for SARS.

Aural canal temperature can be lowered by being in a cold environment, an effect that can be eliminated by keeping the outer ear at the same temperature as the aural canal, using servocontrolled heating.[@bib3] When the effect of environmental temperature is eliminated, aural canal temperature slowly stabilises to be close to oesophageal temperature.

Aural thermometers are used extensively by doctors worldwide; they give a reading in seconds, but do not take into account the slow stabilisation time. I recommend that care is used when taking the temperature of individuals being screened for SARS so that cases are not missed.
